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Inadequate willingness of healthcare workers (HCWs) to work in a
disaster can limit disaster preparedness.

Only 50% of HCWs reported being willing to work in the 2008
avian influenza epidemic.

Factors explored in prior studies which may increase WTW.

• Knowledge of infectious diseases
• Experience in disaster training
• Availability of personal protective equipment (PPE)

Healthcare students’ WTW remains unexplored. Understanding
their views allows us to impact HCWs at the onset of their careers.

OBJECTIVE

Compare WTW among preclinical medical, nursing, and pharmacy
students.

Evaluate the influence of knowledge base and prior disaster
training on healthcare student WTW.

METHODS

Cross-sectional survey distributed to 631 preclinical medical,
nursing, and pharmacy students at Rutgers University, addressing:

• Demographics including prior emergency training

• Assessment of WTW and reasons for reluctance to work
during outbreaks

• Background knowledge on Ebola Virus Disease (EVD) and
Middle Eastern Respiratory Virus (MERS)

Statistical analysis of data via Mathworks MATLAB and Microsoft
Excel at α=0.05: Student’s T-Test, Two-way ANOVA, Tukey’s
HSD, Kruskall-Wallis

BACKGROUND RESULTS

RESPONSE RATE AND DEMOGRAPHICS
Overall 92% response rate

Table 1 Participant demographics

Medical 

(N = 238)

Nursing

(N = 49)

Pharmacy

(N = 292)

All

(N = 579)

Age (Years); Mean ± SD 24.0 ± 1.8 18.1 ± 0.4 21.8 ± 1.5 22.4 ± 2.3

Gender
Male

Female

41% (98)

59% (141)

14% (7)

86% (42)

33% (97)

67% (195)

35% (202)

65% (378)

Year in 

School

1st Year

2nd Year

3rd Year

50% (120)

50% (119)

N/A

100% (49)

N/A

N/A

43% (125)

30% (89)

27% (78)

51% (294)

36% (208)

13% (78)

Marital 

Status

Single

Married

Live-In 

Partner

77% (184)

5% (13)

7% (16)

86% (42)

0% (0)

0% (0)

86% (252)

3% (8)

1% (4)

92% (478)

4% (21)

4% (20)

Other Roles
EMS

Firefighter

6% (14)

0.4% (1)

4% (2)

0% (0)

1% (3)

0% (0)

3% (19)

0.2% (1)

Prior Disaster Training 16% (39) 6% (3) 4% (12) 9% (54)

DISCUSSION
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Despite being most fearful for their health, medical students 
demonstrated superior knowledge of infectious disease and 
greater WTW compared to nursing and pharmacy students. 

WTW was generally lower for airborne infections than for 
infections transmitted through contact. 

Prior disaster training and availability of PPE may boost WTW.

Differences in knowledge base among the three disciplines 
may reflect their respective curricula:
• AACP*: Briefly mentions bioterrorism but not disaster 

preparedness
• AACN†: Lacks formal recommendations for disaster training
• AAMC‡: One report recommends that disaster education 

span all four years of medical school and involve both 
didactic sessions and experiential learning exercises

*American Association of Colleges of Pharmacy, †American Association of Colleges of Nursing, ‡Association of American Medical Colleges

CONCLUSIONS
This is the first study to directly compare WTW among 
medical, nursing, and pharmacy students.

Prior disaster training and current knowledge of infectious 
disease may positively impact WTW in healthcare students.

Healthcare student WTW may be improved through education 
about disaster preparedness and infectious disease outbreaks.

RESULTS (CONT’D)

STUDENT KNOWLEDGE BASE

Medical students had
the highest scores on
both EVD (79%) and
MERS (63%) quizzes
(p<0.001).

Figure 2 Student knowledge base

STUDENT WILLINGNESS TO WORK

Nursing: least fear for health (p<0.001)
Medical: most fear but most WTW with PPE (p<0.001)
Pharmacy: least WTW overall (p<0.001)

Disaster training was associated with greater WTW:
• Incurable outbreak (p=0.0012)
• Outbreak where PPE is available (p=0.023)

Figure 1 Healthcare Student WTW in Infectious Disease Outbreaks

Reluctance to work stemmed from concerns about personal 
safety/health, family’s safety/health, and causing harm.
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Sample question assessing WTW for outbreak of respiratory transmission

There is a contagious disease outbreak in your state. It spreads through the air 
(coughing, sneezing). Symptoms include shortness of breath, cough, and fever. Please 
select a percentage from 0-100% for each situation:

0%     10%     20%     30%     40%     50%     60%     70%     80%    90%     100%

I would be afraid for my health when the mortality rate is at least:

Even if no cure were available, I would not come to work if the mortality rate is at least:

Even if proper protective equipment were provided, I would not come to work if the 
mortality rate is at least:


